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Abstract

This paper will address young adults with special needs as they transition into the world
of employment. For many students and parents, school has been predictable and
consistent, and it can be challenging to imagine life without it. The results of this paper
are mainly surveys of families that have already navigated this transition. What agencies
were helpful? What practices produced the best outcomes for long-term employment
for students with special needs? Work Based Learning has been shown, by research, to
be an effective tool in building long-lasting employment success for students with
special needs (Luecking & Gramlich, 2003, p.5). Work Based Learning can take many
forms, but the main point is to give students an opportunity to practice working in the
community with support. These lessons will help students gain employment, and
hopefully, they will maintain employment for years to come.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Employment Disparity
People with disabilities in the United States continue to be at a significant
disadvantage compared with other Americans in the area of employment. The 2004
Harris Survey, commissioned by the National Organization on Disability (NOD, 2004),
found that only 35% of people with disabilities reported full-time or part-time
employment, compared with 78% of those who do not have disabilities. Other studies
point to employment rates for youth with intellectual disabilities or with multiple
disabilities in the 15% to 25% range for those who have been out of school for less than
two years (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; McGlashing-Johnson et al., 2003). Youth with
disabilities experience significant challenges in successfully entering competitive
employment after leaving their secondary education programs (Brooke, Revell, &
Wehman, 2009). With this reality in mind, this review will look at different ways that
special education can help improve these sobering statistics.
To illustrate how far individuals with disabilities lag behind their peers, this
data was offered from the American Community Survey (ACS) in 2017. Individuals
with disabilities had an employment rate of 36.3% and employment rates for people
without disabilities was 74.8% (Wolters, 2000, p.2-4). These numbers show that we
have a steep hill to climb when it comes to employment rates for people with
disabilities. It can be easy to get lost in the numbers and statistics, but it is important
to remember that everyone that does not find employment still has to do something
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with their time. An individual's self-worth can benefit from employment. Society can
also benefit from individuals working and contributing to the tax base. If we can take
an individual that would otherwise not work and turn them into a tax paying
employee, we can greatly impact the individual and society. While employment is an
admirable goal that benefits both the individual and society in general, it is important
to note that not all work is paid. Stay at home parents do not receive taxable income,
but they have a very important role. Some students with disabilities find meaning in
volunteering and provide a real benefit to the community (Harvey, 2002, p. 8).
Historically, students with special needs were not given much attention after they
ended high school. It was not until the 1980’s that the United States government
started to address the problem. Many young people were left to isolate at home
rather than socialize and work with the rest of society. In 1983, the U.S. Department
of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) identified
the transition from school to work as one of the major federal priorities of special
education programs across the nation (Will, 1983).
“The decision to develop this school-to-work transition initiative was prompted
by numerous studies and reports conducted during the early 1980s, which uniformly
found high levels of unemployment, economic instability and dependence, and social
isolation among young adults with disabilities” (Mithaug, Horiuchi, & Fanning, 1985).
This concept spread throughout the country, and it continues to spread. Helping these
individuals will be a team effort.
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Historical Context
In the 1980’s school-to-work programs expanded for students with disabilities.
There was a push on the state and local level to prepare students for work and life after
school. It was decided that students need more real-life experiences with work. For
example, rather than learning about a job in the classroom, students could go to a
worksite. Family participation was emphasized also because of the important role
families play in supporting students with special needs. There was also an emphasis
places on interagency cooperation between schools, employers, workers, and
community service agencies (National Council on Disability, 2000).
With the problem established, it is important to focus on possible solutions. This
paper will outline some of the most effective ways that research has shown to promote
long-lasting employment success for individuals with disabilities. The main purpose of
writing this thesis is to establish the best practices for helping students with disabilities
to find meaningful, successful, long-term employment. What educational practices lead
to the most successful employment outcomes for students with special needs? The
answer, in short, is to provide real-life work experiences outside the school building.
This approach is typically referred to as work-based learning. It is costlier and more
complex to implement, but the benefits outweigh the costs.
Throughout this paper, the phrases “special education students,” “students
with special needs,” “students with disabilities” will be used. All of these phrases refer
to students that qualify for special education services. For students to qualify for
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special education services, they need to go through an evaluation process to
determine eligibility. The evaluation process is conducted by a special education
teacher, school psychologist, and classroom teacher. Eligibility can also be determined
by outside resources, such as a cynical psychologist or physician. Students' disabilities
vary from Down syndrome to autism spectrum disorder and even learning disabilities.
Definition of Terms
Throughout this paper, “Work-Based-Learning” will be used to describe schoolbased employment training. An important clarification of this term is that this type of
learning occurs within the community, at the workplace. This is typically an unpaid
learning experience but can include compensation. “Employment,” for the purposes
of this paper will include all forms of work for pay. Individuals with disabilities might
require additional support at work such as a job coach. Individuals might require
intense support during the initial stages of employment with a goal of increased
independent work. “Employment outcomes,” will be used in this paper to mean the
ability to successfully maintain employment. A successful employment outcome
would also include the individual with special needs having a feeling of satisfaction for
the work and a desire to continue.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Literature Search Procedures
To locate the literature for this thesis, searches of ERIC and Education Journals
were conducted for publications from 1989 to 2020. This list was narrowed by only using
published empirical studies from peer-reviewed journals that focused on employment
outcomes for individuals with disabilities. The keywords that were used in these
searches included “Employment Outcomes Special Education,” “Special Education Work
Based Learning,” “Transition and Post-School Outcomes for Youth with disabilities.”
This literature review will answer the question: “What educational practices lead
to the most successful employment outcomes for students with special needs?” To
understand the nature of this issue, it is important to understand the barriers to
employment and independent living that students with special needs face. This paper
will also explore several indicators of success for students with special needs. They
include work-based learning, paid employment during high school, vocational
preparation classes, and a support system that stays with an individual after high
school. I wanted to know what I could do as a Special Educator to prepare my students
for the world of work. If there is a better way to prepare them fort life after school,
then I should start doing it now.
Employment Outcomes
Parents and advocates for students with special needs have long argued for
more choices with employment. In the past, many families felt as though they were
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pushed from school right into a day program for adults with disabilities. Adult day
service centers provide a place outside the home for older adults and younger adults
with all types of disabilities to be active in the community, socialize with their peers and
receive needed health and personal care services. While this can be an appropriate
placement for some individuals, other individuals might be capable of doing more.
Schools and other government agencies need to attempt to find young people with
disabilities competitive employment. If these agencies try and it does not work, the day
program will still be there waiting. The problem lies in the assumption that a young
person cannot work without actually testing that assumption. To address this issue,
legislation was passed called WIOA (Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act).
Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) seem to struggle to obtain and
maintain employment in the years after graduation. “Young people with autism
spectrum disorders (ASD) present unique challenges related to post-school employment
outcomes” (Schall & McDonough, 2010 p. 11). Regardless of intellectual ability,
employment rates for individuals with ASD reportedly range between 4.1 and 11.8%
(Taylor and Selzer 2011). These findings of very poor employment outcomes hold
regardless of the individual's intellectual abilities with ASD (Hendricks & Wehman, 2009,
p. 14-16). Social skills are extremely important for many jobs, especially in the service
sector. The researcher found this to be true in the following example. A student on the
autism spectrum applied for a job at a big box hardware store. This student had
applicable skills for the position, including experience working at a cabinet shop. The
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interview went well until the student was asked about his hours of availability. He went
through the week and talked about how he could not work because he watched certain
television shows on certain nights. He claimed to only be available for 3 hours a week
when he finished! He did not get the job because he had difficulty adjusting his mental
routine to include a work schedule.
Work-Based Learning
The world of work requires most individuals to adjust and learn how to navigate
the written and unwritten rules of work. Students with special needs might need
additional support to succeed in the work world. Many students benefit from practicing
work skills in a work setting with support. This structure is called work-based learning.
“Work-based learning includes career exploration, assessment, job shadowing,
internships, and paid work experiences at employer work sites” (Benz, 1996, p.5).
Work-based learning can serve as an excellent bridge to paid employment for
students with special needs. Research indicates that it is important for students to have
experiences in a real-world setting. The world of work is different from school that
many students are accustomed to (Goodman et al., 2019, p.8-10).
Research has consistently demonstrated that education and employment
outcomes for youth with disabilities can be significantly improved by frequent
and systematic exposure to a variety of real work experiences. The persistently
low employment rates of youth and young adults with disabilities suggest that
these types of experiences should be integral to secondary education for
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students with disabilities, regardless of the nature of the disability or the need
for special education services (Luecking & Gramlich, 2003, p.2).
This is where work-based learning can be a useful tool for introducing special
needs students to workplaces. Hopefully, they notice that a boss can be different from a
teacher (Simonsen, 2010, p.6). Many soft skills are acquired during this experiential
learning by participating in work-based learning. It is one thing to listen to a teacher talk
about how an employee can be fired from a job and another thing altogether to be
fired. One is abstract, and the other is concrete. The researcher has documented in
seven years of work-based-learning teaching that many students in special education
will claim they can perform many tasks, but when asked to perform these tasks, they
quickly realize that they need to ask for help (Matel, 2022). Work-based learning
provides students with opportunities to learn what they can and cannot do.
Reluctance from employers to hire individuals with disabilities is
understandable. Many businesses are concerned with the additional training and
resources that might be needed to accommodate these new workers. One study
surveyed employers at 320 hospitality companies in the United States and found that
they shared many of these concerns. However, it was found that the accommodations
were not as expensive as the companies initially feared. It was interesting to see that
employers in this study were concerned about ability level of the workers and also the
possible uncomfortable managing people who had disabilities. The survey indicated
that more training and knowledge on the part of the employers and supervisors could
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increase the likelihood of success. The end result was that the employees with
disabilities stayed in their jobs for a long time and helped the businesses maintain a
stable pool of workers (Houtenville, 2011, p.4).
Work based learning can come in many different forms. It is important to find an
appropriate setting and delivery system for each student (Larson, 2011, p.3). Some
students learn by doing and could benefit from a hands-on work experience like an
apprenticeship. Many apprenticeships are paid to financially support themselves
throughout the apprenticeship process; “In the United States alone, there are currently
more than 800 different occupations with apprenticeships” (Allison et al., 2019, p.13).
Other students might benefit from a career-related competition. One study
explained, “Career related student competitions are work-based learning activities that
require students to demonstrate mastery of career-related skills through presentations
or competitions that professionals judge. Presentations demonstrate culminations of
student effort over time, often involving teamwork” (Allison et al., 2019, p.14).
One such organization is SkillsUSA. “SkillsUSA is a partnership of students,
teachers and industry working together to ensure America has a skilled workforce”
(SkillsUSA website, 2021). Students that participate in SkillsUSA also have a chance to
hold student-led meetings and learn Robert’s Rules of meetings. Many chapters also
participate in service-learning experiences. The competitions are a great opportunity for
students to demonstrate their growth and learning in a relatively low-stakes
environment. Students that compete in practice interviews, for example, show much-
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improved confidence after the competition. Students also have the opportunity to
fundraise. An activity like fundraising is an excellent opportunity to practice social skills
such as initiating a conversation. The researcher has witnessed many students gain
confidence by overcoming a fear of asking people for money.
Work is not only good for a person’s self-worth, but it also produces money,
money that might be needed for struggling families. “For households including youth
with disabilities, 68 percent of the households had incomes of less than $25,000, while
in the general population households with youth, only 18 percent had incomes of less
than $25,000” (National Council on Disability, W. D. 2000, p.11). In addition to
providing some income, it also helps individuals with special needs feel like they are
contributing to society. They become taxpayers. The problem of poverty is not a small
problem for students with special needs. “Of the nearly 30 million individuals with
disabilities ages 18–64, 27 percent, or more than 4 million people, live in poverty. This
is more than double the rate of 12.5 percent for the entire population” (Office of
Disability Employment Policy, 2013).
This paper deals with how we bring students with special needs into success
after school is over. What can educators do to help ensure lasting employment and
increased academic success? According to Phelps and Hanley- Maxwell (1997)
there are two main practices that educators can use that have been shown to
make an impact. They are school supervised work experiences and functional
curricula that is geared to specific employment skills. This would indicate a greater
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need for work-based learning for students with special needs(National Council on
Disability, p.42).
School supervised work is another way of saying work-based learning. This
practice might involve setting up a work experience with a local business and then
sending a small group of students to work on tasks with the supervision of a job coach. A
job coach has the task of supervising students on the jobsite and allowing students to
become more independent. The best job coaches know when to help and when to fade
away. The practice of backing off and allowing a student to gain confidence and
independence is called fading. “When the employee with a disability is able to perform
the essential functions of the job correctly, the employment specialist
systematically reduces his or her presence at the job site while monitoring work
performance. This process is called fading” (Brooke et al., 2009, p. 16). School supported
work experiences have shown positive results for finding and maintaining employment
for young adults with special needs. Unfortunately, school districts vary in their
commitment to supported work sites. Compared to a traditional classroom, supported
work sites are costly, labor-intensive, require transportation, and require additional
coordination with businesses. When schools show focused attention on their job
experience program, it can facilitate the employment placement and transition of
students with job coaches (school support staff). This program is premised on the need
to provide students with meaningful work placements, support their job performance
and offer guidance for future vocational goals. The students are supported in their work
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placements by job coaches who typically provide intense on-site support at the
beginning of a work term. This scaffolding is gradually withdrawn as the students gain
familiarity and competency on the job. Job coaches are specially trained educational
assistants dedicated to work experience transitions. They ultimately establish significant
community relationships and networks that the students will need after school. The
work placements often include restaurants, schools, senior citizens’ residences, retail
stores, and office settings. Work-based learning (WBL) can also positively impact
academic success. Most students view work-based learning as different than traditional
classroom learning. This often involves hands-on activities that can increase
engagement. Additionally, many students that have not found success in their school
career might view work as something that is different and they might have success
(Choiseul-Praslin & McConnell, 2020).
Leadership is also important for schools that are attempting to bring students
into the world of work. If the leader of the school does not support community-based
instruction, they might be unwilling to spend the money needed. One study gathered
survey and interview data gathered from 20 employers, 7 paraprofessionals (job
coaches), a principal, and 21 students with intellectual disabilities provide a triangulated
perspective from which to view supported and successful work placements. These
perspectives offer recommendations for coordinated, collaborative and belief-driven
action on the part of high school principals that will enhance the opportunities for
successful community engagement beyond high school for students with intellectual
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disabilities (Gallagher & Bennet, 2013).
Supported employment has also shown to be effective for students on the
autism spectrum. One study showed that supported employment can be really
beneficial for students on the autism spectrum. In this study, 33 adults participated in a
supported employment program and at the end of the study 27 of these individuals
were competitively employed. This is a remarkable finding. The study did show that
these individuals did require more behavioral training at the beginning, which can be
costly. The participants were found to become more independent as time went on.
After one year they had become reasonably independent (Wehman et al., 2014). These
findings are hopeful because they show that students can gain independence as they
receive support at work. This could mean that support could be lifted and moved to
another student with needs at a different job. Out of a total of 33 adults, 27 had
competitive employment. That is a truly remarkable success rate. Especially when you
consider that the unemployment rate for adults on the autism spectrum is 83%,
according to the Autism Society of America (Sima et al., 2015).
Many students with special needs do not know what they would like to do for
a living. It can be difficult for anyone to imagine a career without experience. Job
Shadowing is a way to expose young people to a job without hiring them. It can be a
much lower level of commitment for the cooperating business. “Job shadowing is a
work experience option where students learn about a job by walking through the
workday as a shadow to a competent worker. The job shadowing work experience is a
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temporary, unpaid exposure to the workplace in an occupational area of interest to
the student” (Allison et al., 2019, p.14). Any job site could serve as a job shadow site.
The most important part is finding a willing person to allow another person to watch
them all day. The researcher once placed a student with a vet for a day. Afterward, the
student, who had always said they wanted to be a vet, said she could never do that
job. She did not like the idea of giving animals shots or even putting a pet down. One
day of job shadowing was enough to convince her and it prevented many months of
unnecessary training for a job that the student did not want.
Many of the work-based learning opportunities mentioned in this paper have
been unpaid experiences. While volunteering, students gain experience and develop
work skills. In the researcher’s experience, some parents of students with special
needs are resistant to the idea of unpaid work because they want their children to be
paid for the work they do. Independent, paid employment is the goal, but sometimes
steps need to be taken towards the final goal to achieve (Haber et al., 2016, p.13). One
way to look at it is through a metaphor. A person does not jump to the top of a ladder
in one bound instead they take one step to climb the ladder. Sometimes, volunteering
can be the first step on a ladder. Volunteering also has other positive benefits. It can
connect you to other people. This can create valuable connections that could lead to
friendships and even potential job opportunities. Volunteering is good for the body
and mind. People benefit from having somewhere to go and something to do.
Volunteering can check both of these boxes. Having structured time helps
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people enjoy time off because it creates contrast. Volunteering can also help an
individual gain skills that could be used in a future career. For example, a student
might practice mowing their parent’s grass before charging their neighbors to mow.
Lastly, volunteering can bring fulfillment to ones’ life. A volunteer might feel good
about helping others and might also learn about themselves in the process. They could
learn about work preferences they have; for example, they might learn that they
prefer to work outside. Volunteers might realize that they want to work with people or
animals or plants.
Project Search
Work-based learning can take many forms. A program called Project Search is
specifically designed for students without employment experience. Students still have
access to teachers and job coaches, but they are physically located in a work setting
rather than a school. The cooperating business has agreed to help train these
individuals in exchange for the students' volunteer hours. The day for a Project Search
intern usually starts with a short class that covers anything from social skills to writing a
resume. Then students go to their work site for the remainder of the day. The students
rotate work sites about every six weeks to give each student some experience in each
area (Westbrook et al, 2013, p.7-9).
Project Search helps young people that are ready to transition from high school
to the rest of their lives. Students go to a worksite and have some classroom time
while on the work campus. This changes the mindset and focus. Usually students have
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a short lesson, for less than an hour, and then go their internship work sites. While
working they have the support of their supervisor, job coaches if necessary, and also
teachers. Project Search places special emphasis on getting buy in from the employers
and immediate supervisor of the interns. The focus of the year long program is to find
out what kind of jobs the students like, and also determine if they are able to perform
the required tasks. The end of the school year includes a conscientiousness effort to
find meaningful long-term employment for each student (McFadden et al., 2015).
In the book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Dr. Steven Covey writes
about thinking Win-Win. Project Search is an example of this kind of thinking. The
business receives help on tasks that they would pay someone to do. It also provides
diversity to the workforce. It changes the dynamic of an organization. When employees
see that the company or organization is trying to train and hire individuals with
disabilities, it brings the group together. Workplace morale is difficult to quantify, but
when it is missing, a person can almost feel it. The students with disabilities receive
valuable work experience and are exposed to many kinds of work. “The growth and
success of the Project Search model is a source of pride and excitement for those of us
who have been associated with the program over the years," said Robin White,
president, and CEO of Great Oaks,
The program fulfills the needs of employers who must rely on skilled, reliable
workers to do basic, vital work, at the same time. Project Search provides
individuals with disabilities with the opportunity to discover how they can
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best use their talents, develop skills, and eventually find a niche as
productive, valued employees. A proven model offers many benefits to all
stakeholders (Allen et al., 2008, p. 16).
The Project Search example shows how many distinct parts need to operate in
concert to find successful employment situations for students with disabilities. Students
must be willing to get out of their comfort zone and work hard. Parents must take the
initiative to sign their students up for the project search program. This requires them to
know that the program exists, fill out a lengthy application, and attend the information
nights and open houses. Special education teachers need to prepare the students to be
ready when job experiences and programs like project search materialize. The
cooperating businesses need to try something different and are willing to hire students
with disabilities. The student social workers need to be involved in coordinating funding.
If any of these agencies do not hold up their part, it could mean that students do not
receive this opportunity. It is like a chain; it is only as strong as its weakest link.
One study looked at how effective Project Search was compared to regular High
School experiences. Forty-four young people with autism were included in a
randomized clinical design. The treatment group was sent to a Project Search internship
and the control group stayed in their High Schools and received services based on their
IEP’s. The two groups were evaluated at the beginning, middle and three months after
completion of the school year. The results were startling, the Project Search group had
achieved 87.5% employment, while the control group participants achieved 6.25%
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employment. The results indicate that a program that includes real world, practical
applications can be really effective (Wehmen, 2013, p.489).
Interagency Cooperation
Interagency cooperation is a theme that ran through the research for this paper.
“Wraparound services” refer to a group of different agencies that work in concert to
help an individual with special needs maintain successful employment. The
“wraparound” label refers to the fact that services are intended to wrap around the
child in a way that supports them in all aspects of his life. With several agencies to keep
track of, it is understandable that parents of individuals with special needs might be
overwhelmed or confused. At times even the educators and vocational rehabilitation
counselors are unclear about how to answer specific questions that might arise. Clearly
defining roles can be an important step to simplifying the process. Some vocational
rehabilitation counselors meet with school staff regularly to maintain clear
communication lines. In special education, the goal is to create an individualized
education plan for each student, which is great, but it can lead to confusion when trying
to build clear processes. When all of these agencies cooperate, it gives young individuals
with special needs a better chance at successful employment (Allison, R. et al., 2019 p.
22-25).
This interagency cooperation does not happen automatically, it needs to be
planned and intentionally. In a study done in Long Beach CA, Jung (2020) found that the
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two key ingredients for success in work-based learning were, workforce preparation and
integrated curriculum and instruction. Strong partnerships at school and in businesses
are important, with qualified staff in both locations. Jung gathered this information by
using three distinct methods. The first tool was a survey was given to teachers that had
participated in work-based learning in the past. The survey asked them what types of
work-based activities and experiences they were using. The second tool was a teacher
interview that was conducted by phone to ascertain the attitudes of the teachers
towards work-based learning. The final method used was focus groups for the
employers. Each focus group had five employers who met at the Chamber of
Commerce. All three of the previous methods sought to understand the attitudes and
perspectives of all parties involved. Both employers and educators believed that workbased learning is essential for preparing students for careers.
The survey used by Jung employed the Likert scale to asses teacher attitudes. Of
the teachers surveyed, 99% agreed or strongly agreed that work-based learning was
important for career preparation. At the same time, 87% of teachers agreed or strongly
agreed that work-based learning was difficult to implement. This dichotomy illustrates
the difficulty of interagency collaboration. The administration needs to be on board at
the school. The employers need to have buy-in from the leadership down to the
frontline workers. If any link in the chain breaks the experience for the student is in
jeopardy. The focus groups included businesses in the area of transportation,
entertainment, hospitality, engineering, and manufacturing. With this broad career
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selection, students had a large array to choose from. The importance of positive
employers’ attitudes remained necessary for the success of the work-based learning
experience across all business fields.
With all of the different agencies involved in helping a student to become a
successful, employed, and contributing member of society it is easy to lose sight of the
most important factor, the individual. Parents of individuals with disabilities often take
over and make decisions without even consulting the young men and women. For that
reason, schools can encourage students to lead their own IEP meetings. Many
students will lead their meetings if they have done so in the past, so it is important to
encourage students to attend their meeting. Some students even lead their meetings.
The tone of a meeting is different if the student is present and also if they are in an
active leadership role. “In the beginning, students may simply invite and introduce
attendees and their relationship to them (early elementary school); later, students can
discuss their strengths and areas of need, as well as accommodations that work and
don’t work (elementary and middle school), with the ultimate goal of leading their
meeting and creating their own goals and plans for the future” (National Technical
Assistance Center on Transition NTACT), 2020).
Many different agencies can help individuals with disabilities find meaningful
employment, but it is important to remember the parents as a vital part of this
collaboration. Parents are often the most important advocates for their children when

25

it comes to coordinating transportation, schedules and making sure their kids have
everything they need to be successful at work. It is difficult to put yourself into a
parent or student with disabilities. Some parents are thinking long-term and know all
the different agencies that a student will have to work with. Other parents are just
trying to make it, day by day. They are familiar with the structure and routines of
school and might have trouble imagining their son or daughter doing anything else.
This story might help understand the position many parents of adults with special
needs are in.
Emily Perl Kingsley wrote an essay, in 1987, called Welcome to Holland, in
which she describes what it is like to be the parent of a child with a disability. She
writes that it is like planning a trip to Italy your whole life, and then you get on the
plane, and it takes you to Holland. Holland was not in the plans! Now the traveler
needs to go out and get guidebooks about Holland. Expectations were for a trip to
Italy, but instead, they ended up in Holland. It is not that Holland is a bad place, but it is
not what was expected. The analogy for parents is that they expected to have a child
that followed the typical progression of most children's development. Instead, they
have a different path to follow. Not a bad path, in fact, it can be a wonderful journey,
but just not the path they thought they would follow. Some parents never get over
that they did not go to Italy. With this understanding, the parents of young adults with
disabilities need to be actively involved in their child’s employment search and
retention (Kingsley, 1987).
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This story illustrates how some parents feel when they have a child with
unexpected challenges. Their expectations were very different than the reality of their
new lives. The children do bring joy, but it might be in a way that was unexpected.
Success for these families is attainable. For example, this researcher knows one family
that has handled the parenting of a child with special needs remarkably well. This young
man had a job at Walmart, and his parents bought him a house a block away. He was
able to live there independently for about ten years. Then Walmart moved to a new
location across town. This became a real challenge for the family because they now had
to find a way to arrange transportation. Walmart had inconsistent shifts that were
difficult to match up with public transportation. As a result, these parents at the age of
retirement were checking online each week to see when they were driving their son to
work.
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CHAPTER III: DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY
Summary of Literature
Employment can be a difficult challenge for individuals with special
needs. "In the year 2002, an estimated 30.9 percent (plus or minus 1.0 percentage
points) of civilian, non-institutionalized, men and women with a disability, aged 18-64 in
the United States were employed" (Houtenville, 2004, p.2). There are many reasons for
this situation. People with special needs require additional training and support, might
need a job coach, could require assistance with transportation, and might struggle with
social skills. It is important to remember that even though it can be difficult to find
meaningful work for people with special needs, it is worth the effort. The benefits of
employment are manyfold. Employment can offer a sense of purpose, a social network,
keep both the body and mind active and engaged, and give people somewhere to go
and something to do.
While employment for individuals with special needs can be a challenge, there
are ways to help. The research indicates strongly that real-life work experience is a
valuable way to introduce young people to the world of work. It also improves longterm employment outcomes (Luecking & Gramlich, 2003, p.2). One study showed
dramatic results for students with autism. They offered intensive interventions and
training to students with autism. After one year, 27 of the 33 participants were working
independently. That is over 81% employment compared to the employment rate for
adults on the autism spectrum is 17% according to the Autism Society of America
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(Wehman et al., 2012, p.2).
Interagency cooperation is a theme that ran through the research for this paper.
Students with special needs face many visible and invisible barriers to employment.
Schools, employers, social workers, Vocational Rehabilitation, and parents must
communicate and collaborate to address these barriers. For example, maybe a student
finds a job that they can successfully do. That is just the beginning. If the student’s
parents are both working, they need to get up for work on time. They might need
transportation to work. They might need job coaching or additional training on the job.
They might need help understanding how to check their schedule to see when their
shifts are. Sometimes it can be difficult to ascertain which agency is responsible for each
challenge. If all players are included and working together, the student has the best
chance to be successful. It is also important that the employer is not overwhelmed with
multiple points of contact. If the employer is dealing with several different agencies,
they might wonder if it is worth the hassle.
Supported employment is an important factor in maintaining successful
employment for individuals with disabilities. “Supported employment is an effective
service for enhancing the vocational rehabilitation outcomes of young adults and
provides valuable information for educators” (Wehman et al., 2014, p. 16). It is
beneficial to workers with special needs but can be complex and costly. This cost is
mitigated by the potential benefits of these individuals working and contributing to
society for potentially the rest of their lives. Money is an important factor because
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many students come from families concerned with money. “For households including
youth with disabilities, 68 percent of the households had incomes of less than $25,000,
while in the general population households with youth, only 18 percent had incomes of
less than $25,000” (National Council on Disability, W. D. 2000, p.11). This startling
statistic is another reason it is important for students with special needs to find
employment (LIndstrom, 2020, p.11).
One example of interagency cooperation that has shown to be effective is
Project Search. "The program fulfills the needs of employers who must rely on skilled,
reliable workers to do basic, vital work. At the same time. Project SEARCH provides
individuals who have disabilities with the opportunity to discover how they can best use
their talents, develop skills, and eventually find a niche as a productive, valued
employee” (Allen et al., 2008, p. 16). Project Search intentionally brings multiple
agencies to attend meetings and talk about the future of the student. This meeting will
include the student, their parents, a special education teacher, the student’s social
worker, the student's supervisor from their employment experience, a counselor from
Vocational Rehabilitation, and finally a job placement agency that tries to find
competitive employment. This can be a costly and labor-intensive process, but the
benefits can last a lifetime. If a person goes from not working and depending on our
social safety net, to a person that contributes to society, the impact over a lifetime is
well worth the effort.
It may seem simple, but the importance of real work experience is hard to
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overstate. In fact, it was a consistent theme in the research for this paper. “Research has
consistently demonstrated that education and employment outcomes for youth with
disabilities can be significantly improved by frequent and systematic exposure to a
variety of real work experiences” (Luecking & Gramlich, 2003, p.2). Even though it is
clear that real life work experience is effective, there can still be many barriers to
implementation. The business has to agree to allow students with special needs into
their workplace. Students need transportation to the worksite. School staff will need to
be available to job coach the individual. The student has to be willing to try something
that is maybe out of their comfort zone. The parents have to agree to allow their son or
daughter to work without getting paid. All it takes is one of these links in the chain to
break and the whole chain breaks. When it works, it is a wonderful thing, and the
researcher has witnessed some real success stories, but it does require multiple entities
operating in concert.
Many of the studies that were referenced seemed to point to the same
conclusion that employment outcomes for students with special needs are far worse
than their nondisabled counterparts. For example, “Employment rates for individuals
with ASD, regardless of intellectual ability, reportedly range between 4.1 and 11.8 %”
(Taylor & Selzer 2011). These findings were echoed by this research, “The 2004 Harris
Survey, commissioned by the National Organization on Disability (NOD, 2004), found
that only 35% of people with disabilities reported full-time or part-time employment,
compared with 78% of those who do not have disabilities.” This theme was fairly
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consistent throughout the research with a general trend of improvement over time.
Historically, work-based learning programs did not start until the 1980’s.
The research indicated that work-based learning can take many forms but should
include exposure to real life work situations. An example of a program that integrates
traditional school learning while providing real life work experience is Project Search.
While a program like Project Search can help students with disabilities find meaningful
work, it can also positively change the culture of the business that participates.
(McFadden, E. S., et al., 2015, p.35). An integral part of Project Search is interagency
collaboration, where schools, businesses, governmental agencies, and parents all work
together (Allison, R., et al. 2019).
Limitations of the Research
To locate the literature for this thesis, searches of ERIC, and Education Journals
were conducted for publications from 1989 to 2020. This list was narrowed by only
using published empirical studies from peer reviewed journals that focused on
employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities. The key words that were used in
these searches included “employment outcomes special education,” “Special Education
Work Based Learning,” and “Transition and Post-School Outcomes for Youth with
Disabilities.”
One limitation to the research is that it is difficult to compare students with
special needs to each other. A student that struggles with reading comprehension is very

32

different from a student that is non-verbal and is not able to walk (Carter, 2012, p. 5063). In this study, Carter examined the extent to which an array of student, family, and
school factors was associated with employment during the 2 years following high school.
With a larger sample size these differences should even out. It is also important to be
cognizant of the employment climate. For example, it is difficult to compare
employment rates of students with special needs without factoring in the larger
unemployment rate of the general population. If unemployment is low, employers might
be more likely to take a chance on a student with special needs. When students are in
the school system, they are easier to follow up with and keep track of for longitudinal
studies. Once students graduate and move out of the school system, they might move
out of state or quit responding to surveys (Nord, 2012, p.17-19). When trying to
determine employment status after graduation researchers may struggle to locate the
individuals that they are studying. Parent involvement is a theme that has run through
this research paper continues with parents being integral in the collection of data for
longitudinal studies. If parents are involved, they are more likely to fill out longitudinal
surveys over time. If parents are not engaged, they are less likely to stay with a lengthy
process. It also appeared to the researcher that there was more readily available
information on special education unemployment rates than there was information
about what was working for employment. It seems that it is a much simpler process to
ask if an individual is working or not.
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Implications for Future Research
It would be beneficial to research what ages are the most effective ages to start
work-based learning. Is eighth grade too early to start sending students to work sites?
Or is it more important to focus on work-based learning towards the end of high school?
Some students in special education are eligible for special education services until they
are 21 years old. It might be most effective to wait until ages 18-21 to focus on work
skills. The research would have to compare students that receive specialized work-based
learning at certain ages with students that never receive services and yet another group
that receives these services at a different age. These results could be very important
when mapping out special education students' class planning for high school.
It would also be interesting to research the most effective methods of job coaching in
work-based learning. Some job coaches can over help the students and it seems to the
researcher that it would be counterproductive to the growth of students in their
development of their work skills. It would be interesting to see if the research actually
supports the feeling that the researcher has. Some job coaches are wonderful, and
others are less so, so it would be difficult to judge how much of the student’s success is
based on the job coach and how much is based on the student. If a rubric of positive job
coach qualities were available, then school districts could use that information to select
or hire the best job coaches. This would be a real practical implication of research, to
have the right people in place implementing the best practice.
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Implications for Professional Application
This research should have a dramatic effect on how special education teachers address
employment goals for students in special needs. “Research has consistently
demonstrated that education and employment outcomes for youth with disabilities can
be significantly improved by frequent and systematic exposure to a variety of real work
experiences” (Luecking & Gramlich, 2003, p.2). This indicates to this researcher that we
need to take our students out of the school building and into work settings. It could be
costly to transport students and staff to worksites. It can also be labor intensive to
coordinate between the school schedule and the work site schedule, but ultimately it
seems like it is worth it. The financial argument against building a quality work-based
learning program is a valid concern, but there is also a financial argument to be made on
the other side of that equation. If students with special needs do not gain job skills and
instead stay home and collect SSDI (Social Security Disability Income) for the rest of their
working years, then we have all paid many times more in the end. If schools were to
really implement this kind of learning, the school day would look very different for
students and staff. School administrators and counselors trying to make a schedule for
the upcoming school year will not really like the idea of trying to plan around work
schedules for students that might not fit into the bell schedule of a typical school day. By
sending a school staff person with students to a job site, it removes that staff person
from the building. This can lead to a cascading effect of issues that make work-based
learning seem almost impossible. The truth is that it does require more staff to
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implement a quality community based, work-based learning program. In researching this
topic, it has become clear that there are limits to what can be accomplished in a
classroom, with regards to work. Students can learn about the world of work in a
classroom, but it is difficult to simulate a real-life work experience. How can a teacher
recreate the smells, sounds, and sensations of a workplace? How can a teacher prepare
a student for a boss that drinks too much and is on his third marriage? It is also difficult
to prepare a student for the physical toll of standing all day for a work shift. These
lessons can be learned in a work-based learning environment. Teachers can absolutely
be a part of that process. They can help students process and understand the lessons
they are learning in the community. For example, a student might not understand why
their supervisor would joke around with them while they are working. It might seem to
the student that it would be inappropriate to joke around while working. The teacher
can explain the fine line between too much joking and staying on task at work. The
researcher worked with a student that argued with a customer about a political hat they
were wearing. These are wonderful opportunities to have teachable moments. Work
based learning provides many opportunities for teachable moments that might not have
come up in the classroom.
Conclusion
The purpose of this thesis paper was to answer the following question: What
educational practices lead to the most successful employment outcomes for students
with special needs? The research indicates that work-based learning is a critical
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component to successful employment outcomes for students with disabilities. Of course,
there are other factors, including the engagement level of the parents or primary
caregivers for the students, and the overall employment climate at any given time.
Giving students with special needs a chance to experience the world of work, with
guidance from school staff, seems to be the most effective method of preparing
students with special needs for successful employment outcomes.
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